184             Madame de StdeL

She had some intercourse with Koutousof.
That valiant and crafty soldier posed as the
obedient and pious instrument of God's designs
for his country. " He was an old man of
gracious manners and vivacious physiognomy.
I did not know whether I embraced a con-
queror or a martyr, but I saw that he com-
prehended the grandeur of the cause with
which he was intrusted." She thought less of
the government than of the men; in the latter
she saw the patriotism and national spirit
which actually animated them; she made
every effort to discern in the institutions of
the country a spirit of liberty which was no-
where to be found. From this fantastic point
of view she even placed Peter the Great far
above Richelieu, " who did nothing but govern
tyrannically within the empire and astutely
without"

But she laid a wonderful hold on the char-
acters around her: "They are all Russians at
heart, and this gives them their force and
originality." These Russians turn all their
tastes to " luxury, power, and courage/1 Their
genius is strange to her: one feels as though
one stood at "the gateway of another land,
near to the Orient, whence so many religious
faiths have set out, and which still holds within
its embrace inconceivable treasures of industry
and reflection/' They seem to bivouac evenary warned  the author in a
